Anti-presynaptic membrane receptor antibodies in myasthenia gravis.
Myasthenia gravis (MG) is considered as an autoimmune disease of neuromuscular junction resulting from antibodies directed to acetylcholine receptors (AChR). We describe the use of beta-bungarotoxin (beta-BuTx) and alpha-bungarotoxin (alpha-BuTx) to capture their corresponding proteins from preparation of crude human muscle receptor. beta-BuTx binds to presynaptic membrane receptor (PsmR) of the whole receptor fraction, while alpha-BuTx binds to AchR. The captured proteins were used as antigen in ELISA to detect antibodies to PsmR and to AchR in sera from 82 Chinese patients with MG and in controls. In MG, antibodies to PsmR only were detected in 13%, to AchR only in 11% and both to PsmR and AchR in 54%. Only 3 of 50 patients with other neurological diseases and none of 50 healthy subjects had these antibodies. Specificity tests for antibodies showed that the detection systems which we used are specific and confident. No correlation was found between antibody levels and clinical status. The significance of the PsmR antibodies in the pathogenesis of MG is unknown. We suggest that myasthenia gravis is not only due to damage of the postsynaptic membrane, but of presynaptic structures as well.